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nderneath the argument about the
future of the Occupied Territories
lurks a deep division whose origins
go back before the wars and the occupations. It is a division over the character of
the State of Israel, over the nature of the Jewish existence at the present time, and over the
meaning of the Jewish heritage. . . . Who are
we? What is our purpose? What are we living
for and how are we going to live here?”1

The present debate concerning the Temple
Mount, one of the last items of negotiation,
should be addressed with the present questions
in mind. Who are we? What is our purpose? I
believe that we need to rethink the essence of Judaism as well as the meaning of the Temple in
Judaism if we are to ever approach a solution to
the present problem.
It must ﬁrst be noted that Judaism has survived
for centuries without a temple. Its survival in
no way depends on the palpable presence of the
temple, nor of its ancient location. With the destruction of the temple and the ensuing diaspora,
Judaism exploded out of the limits and boundaries of space and spread in the whole world. Judaism, according to Abraham Heschel, is a religion
of time and not of space.2 Other religions have
their cathedrals, their shrines and sacred locations. Judaism, on the other hand, has built its
monuments in time. In Judaism sacredness is an

attribute of time and not of space. Holiness of
time, as we experience it through the Sabbath and
other festivals, is superior in Judaism to holiness
in space. Judaism thus does not revolve around
sacred sites but around sacred moments. In the
preface written by Heschel’s own daughter of
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one of his last books, Israel: an Echo of Eternity,
we are reminded of the importance of such an
understanding of Judaism in light of the present
political events: “God is not dwelling anymore
in Israel than anywhere else, because God is not
reached through the physicality of space. . . . God
is rather met in moments of faith, in holy time.
Jerusalem is not sacred in itself, as land; my father
would have repudiated the idolatry of the land
expressed by some contemporary Jews. He says
it quite clearly: ‘We do not worship the soil.’”3 Judaism is a religion which evolves in time. It does
not need the Temple Mount to be Judaism. This
obsession with space, at the price of human life,
is an attitude which is closer to paganism than
to Judaism.

in content the creation of the world (see Exodus 40:17-33). Furthermore, the building of the
temple ends in Hebrew with the same technical
phrase as the creation of the world: “and he ﬁnished the work” (Genesis 2:1 and Exodus 40:33).4
The parallel between the building of the temple
and the creation of the world is especially interesting in the context of our debate. The temple
was supposed to represent the whole world. The
universal character of the temple was especially
relevant during the Day of Atonement when the
cleansing of the temple followed the individual
cleansing or atonement of each individual Jew.
The cleansing of the individual thus pointed to
the cleansing of the whole world.

And indeed, the Day of Atonement (or Yom
And yet, the temple did exist. It did hold an
Kippur) is not just a day of introspection and
important place in space. The land of Israel has
of prayer for one’s personal sins. We do not just
once again been reclaimed. No one can deny the
stand individually before our Creator, but are
importance that the Western Wall and the presjudged as “sheep before a shepherd,” that is, as a
ent Temple Mount hold in current Judaism as
group. Forgiveness for our personal sins occurs
ancient witnesses of God’s presence. The probonly upon our turning to others in the gesture of
lem cannot be dismissed so easily. The fact that
charity. The real dynamic of Yom Kippur is not
Judaism is a religion of time
concentration on one’s sinful
Just as no one possesses God,
in no way dismisses space. Inself, but consideration of othdeed, “space and time are iners’ needs; it is not contraction
no one may claim possession of
terrelated.” Let us then look
but expansion. Forgiveness
more closely to the meaning the site of His presence.
is not a lonely event. It deof this space which once held
mands a turning from oneself
the temple.
towards others. To save oneself must entail saving the whole world. The temple symbolizes the
The temple was never understood as the sole
universe. It encompasses the nations. Likewise,
possession of the Jews. First of all, the temple
the liturgy within its portals, best exempliﬁed by
was the site of God’s presence: “So I will consethe liturgy of Yom Kippur, points us to the others
crate the tent of meeting and the altar. . . . Then I
who surround us. The prayers we recite during
will dwell among the Israelites and be their God”
Yom Kippur are construed so as to bring us out
(Exodus 29:44-45). And just as no one possesses
of ourselves to the greater realization of the needs
God, no one may claim possession of the site of
of others. The temple of the Jews, in that it is the
His presence.
temple of God, of the Master of the Universe,
Moreover, the temple is a site of gathering, not
cannot obliterate the nations. The very purpose
only for the Jews, but also for the nations: “The
of the temple is to speak and teach of the ideal of
Sovereign Lord declares, he who gathers the exthe Hebrew prophets that someday it will be a “a
iles of Israel: I will gather still others to them behouse of prayer for all the nations” (Isaiah 56:7).
sides those already gathered” (Isaiah 56:8). The
temple has a dimension of universality. This is
Finally, I believe that a Jewish state can survive
manifest in the very structure of the text relating
while still acknowledging the presence of the
to the building of the temple.
Other in its midst. True individuation, according to E. Levinas, is found in responsibility for
Indeed, the building of the temple follows a
the Other. Indeed, it is only through responsibilseven-step structure which echoes in form and
ity that the Self is wholly individuated as some28 SHABBAT SHALOM

thing unique and irreplaceable. Responsibility is
entirely mine. No one can be responsible in my
place. In living up to my responsibility to the
Other, I am being someone that no one can be
in my place. I am being truly myself in a unique,
irreplaceable way. I believe that the Jewish state
will truly reach individuation the day it lives up
to what it eﬀectively is: a State, responsible for all
its citizens. The true “redemption” of the Jewish
state, its being at last out of danger, cannot be an
individual one. Redemption is not an individual
concept. Just as there was no individual redemption in the ancient temple service, one’s sins being
forgiven only upon manifestation of sensitivity
to the needs of others,5 likewise, there is no individuation possible for the Jewish state without
acknowledgment and acceptance of the Other in
their midst, be they Christian or Moslem.
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